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ABSTRACT We analyze data from selected March Current Pop- 
ulation Surveys (U. S. Bureau of the Census) spanning the period 
1968 to 1998 to provide a statistical portrait of labor force partici- 
pation and composition, and underemployment in the 
nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) and metropolitan (metro) South. The 
southern labor force has been characterized by many of the same 
trends seen at the national level. Labor force participation rates 
have been on the rise in the South, due exclusively to the influx of 
women into the labor market. For this reason, and due to immigra- 
tion, the southern labor force has come to consist more of women 
and of blacks and Hispanics, and less of non-Hispanic white men. 
Trends in the educational attainment of southern workers suggest 
both optimism and concern. lncreases in overall educational attain- 
ment and declines in raciallethnic inequality in high school comple- 
tion must be viewed against persisting disadvantages among minor- 
ity and nonmetro workers in terms of college completion. Finally, 
nonmetro workers have a higher prevalence of underemployment 
than their metro counterparts, primarily due to the greater preva- 
lence of the "working poor" in the nonmetro South. Black-white 
inequality in underemployment declined over the past thirty years, 
while Hispanic-white inequality increased. 
'Support for this research was provided by the United States Department of 
Agriculture (NRlCGP 98-3540 1-6 1 57) and the Population Research Institute, 
The Pennsylvania State University, which has core support from the National 
Institute on Child Health and Human Development (P30 HD28263-01). We 
thank Tim Slack for gathering background materials, and Wan-Ling Hsu and 
Jason P. Schachter for assistance in data file construction. We alone are 
responsible for any substantive or analytic errors. 
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Ongoing concern over welfare and welfare reform deflect attention 
from the fact that, even among the poor, earnings from formal labor 
force participation, not Public Assistance, comprise the largest single 
share of family income (Jensen, Eggebeen and Lichter 1993). That 
this share is even greater in nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) areas 
(Jensen and Eggebeen 1994) underscores the importance of under- 
standing the nature, level and trends in employment adequacy in the 
countryside. Issues of employment hardship are especially salient in 
the South of the United States, where wages are lower than in other 
regions and where rates of working poverty are comparatively high 
(Swaim 1995; Shapiro 1989). 
Labor economists view employment adequacy as a function of 
the supply of and the demand for labor (Ehrenberg and Smith 1988). 
Labor supply, the focus of several articles in this special issue, has 
two highly-interrelated dimensions. First, labor'supply concerns the 
level of labor force participation. That is, whether or not adults are 
in the labor force and, conditional on working, the amount of time 
spent working at a given wage (e.g., number of hours worked per 
week or weeks worked per year). To some degree, earnings inequal- 
ity between individuals or groups can be traced to differences in the 
amount of time spent working. Clearly many of the policy options 
to increase the time allocated to work have to do with labor demand 
- creating jobs. However, other policy options - such as the provi- 
sion of affordable child care and transportation -are more related to 
labor supply in that they seek to reduce the barriers and disincentives 
to work. 
Second, labor supply refers to the composition of the labor force, 
as reflected in the social, demographic, and human capital attributes 
that workers bring to the labor market. Most obvious among human 
capital characteristics is formal education, which is captured not only 
by years of education and degrees received, but also by the quality of 
education - an aspect that is less well understood. Human capital 
also includes skills desired by employers that evolve from work ex- 
perience and on-the-job training, and more social-psychological qual- 
ities, such as intelligence, diligence, and leadership ability. When it 
comes to redressing group inequalities in the labor market, such as 
those between whites and blacks in the South, it is important to un- 
derstand the degree to which they are due to differences in human 
capital endowments, and/or in the returns to those endowments 
2
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(McLaughlin and Perman 199 1). Policy options emphasize reducing 
barriers to education, equalizing education quality, and alleviating 
wage discrimination. 
This study has two goals. The first is to provide a brief statistical 
overview of labor supply in the South. Our statistical portrait is or- 
ganized around the two dimensions of labor supply outlined above -
participation in and composition of the labor force. Through an anal- 
ysis of data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census Current Population 
Survey (CPS) we detail labor force participation rates by residence, 
racetethnicity and gender, paying particular attention to trends across 
time. We also eramine the changing composition of the southern 
workforce, focusing again on gender and racetethnicity, but also on 
the educational attainment of southern workers. Our second goal is 
to provide a unique analysis of the level and trend in underemploy- 
ment, which we argue offers an alternative way of assessing the na- 
ture of labor supply. Drawing on CPS data we provide a contempo- 
rary and comparative portrait of underemployment in the metro and 
nonmetro South vis-a-vis other regions, and document trends in un- 
deremployment in the South over the past three decades. 
Labor Supply in the South: A Statistical O v e ~ i e w  Labor Force 
Participation 
A fundamental indicator of labor supply is the prevalence of formal 
labor force participation (LFP). .We calculate LFP rates as the num- 
ber of individuals aged 18-64 who are employed or unemployed (not 
working but looking for work, or those on lay-off) divided by the 
total number of individuals aged 18-64 in the population. Expressed 
as a percentage, Table 1 shows LFP rates in the South by 
metrotnonmetro residence, racetethnicity, and gender for the years 
1968, 1978, 1988 and 1998. The data are from the March Current 
Population Surveys (CPS) for these years (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1968, 1978, 1988, 1998).' 
'The CPS is a large nationally-representative survey of over 50,000 U.S. households 
and a principal source of government employment data. The data files contain basic 
demographic and economic information on individuals and their families and 
households, and its variables are measured in a highly comparable fashion over time. 
3
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Table 1. Labor  Force Participation Rates in the  South, by 
Residence, RaceIEthnicity, and Gender, 1968 - 1998 
1968 1978 1988 1998 




















Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1968, 1978, 1988, 1998: March Current 
Population Surveys. 
a Hispanics were not separately identified in the 1968 CPS; most are classified 
as "white" in that year. 
'contd: The CPS is a large nationally-representative survey of over 50,000 U.S. 
households and a principal source of government employment data. The data files 
contain basic demographic and economic information on individuals and their fam- 
ilies and households, and its variables are measured in a highly comparable fashion 
over time. We use the regional delineation defined by the Census Bureau, which 
specifies the following as comprising the South: Delaware, Maryland, the District 
of Columbia, Virginia and West Virginia, North and South Carolina, Georgia, 
Florida, Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, 
Oklahoma and Texas. Also, we use the Census defined metropolitan designations. 
As such some caution is indicated in our time trend analysis since counties can be 
re-defined as metro or nonmetro. Clearly the stark metro-nonmetro dichotomy 
masks considerable variation within metro areas (for example between large versus 
small metro areas) and within nonmetro areas (for example between belts of deep 
and chronic poverty versus other areas of the nonmetro South). While a lack of 
county-level identifiers and/or limited sample size precludes a more geographically 
refined analysis, such residential heterogeneity should be kept in mind when inter- 
preting our results. 4
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In the South overall, LFP rates rose substantially and steadily 
over the last three decades of the twentieth century. In 1968 about 
two-thirds (67.0 percent) of all southern working age adults were in 
the labor force. By 1998 this prevalence had increased to well over 
three-quarters (77.3 percent). The same increase is seen in both 
nonmetro and metro areas, though LFP rates are always higher in the 
metro than nonmetro South - a small difference that has nonetheless 
widened slightly over time. The second panel of Table 1 shows how 
these trends and residential differences compare across three key ra- 
cial and ethnic groups in the South - non-Hispanic whites, non-His- 
panic blacks, and Hispanics.' The pattern across the racelethnic 
groups is remarkably similar to the overall pattern. Whites, blacks 
and Hispanics in the South all show increasing labor supply in both 
metro and nonmetro areas, and in almost all instances, metro LFP 
rates are higher than the corresponding nonmetro rates. Of the three 
groups, this residential disparity is most apparent among blacks. For 
example, in 1998, 77.5 percent of metro blacks in the South were in 
the labor force, which compares to 70.5 percent of nonmetro blacks. 
After 1968, both blacks and Hispanics have lower labor supply than 
whites, but the differences are never greater than roughly 4 percent-
age points, and are usuaIly much less.4 
The bottom panel of Table 1 shows differences by gender, and is 
where the most dramatic changes are seen. As is the case for the na- 
tion as a whole, the labor force participation rates of men have de- 
clined slowly over the past three decades, though they are always 
higher than those of women. In 1968, 86.5 percent of southern men 
'The CPS questionnaire asks race and Hispanic ethnicity as two separate questions. 
Hispanics include those who self-identify as Mexican-American, Chicano, Mexican. 
Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American, and other Spanish. Because the 
1968 questionnaire did not include this item, Hispanics are not separately identified 
in that year. The vast majority will be defined as white. We use the term Hispanic 
while recognizing its drawbacks, and the popularity of alternatives such as Latinola. 
Due to their comparatively small number in the CPS, we do not provide data on 
others who are Native American or Asian American. These results are available 
from the authors upon request. 
4These findings are consistent with those of Doolittle and Davis (1 996) who show that 
overall labor supply has increased in the Mississippi Delta, and in Mississippi in 
general, between 1987 and 1994. Whereas 40.3 percent of the Delta population was 
in the labor force in 1987, that figure had risen to 44.9 percent in 1994. 5
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were in the labor force, a prevalence that declined steadily to 83.9 
percent by 1998. This declind was especially apparent among 
nonmetro men (declining from 85.7 percent to 80.3 percent). In 
sharp contrast, the labor force participation rates of women increased 
strikingly, from less than half (49.1 percent) in 1968, to well more 
than two-thirds (7 1.0 percent) in 1998. Thus, the overall increase in 
labor supply in the South is due solely to the rising LFP rates among 
southern women. The rise in women's labor supply was common to 
both metro and nonmetro areas, though the increase was slightly 
faster in the metropolitan South. A fair observation is that gender 
differences in labor supply - the higher LFP rates among men than 
women -are greater in the nonmetro than metro South. But the most 
dramatic change in the southern labor force over the past three de- 
cades has been the sharp rise in women's labor force participation in 
both metro and nonmetro areas. 
The sharp rise in women's labor supply occurred among all three 
racetethnic groups we examined. But the data in Table 2 indicate 
that the rise in LFP rates was somewhat faster among southern white 
women than among their black or Hispanic counterparts. For exam- 
ple, in relative terms the LFP rates of white women rose by 24.5 per- 
cent between 1978 and 1998, which ;ompares to 20.0 and 22.4 per- 
cent for black and Hispanic women, re~pectively.~ Researchers have 
sought to draw a causal link between the rise in the labor supply of 
women and the decline among black men, arguing that displacement 
is occurring. In an ecological analysis of 256 southern nonmetro 
counties, Fossett, Seibert and Cready (1998) confirm the clear de- 
cline over time in African-American male labor force participation 
and show that it was caused in part by the movement of women into 
the labor force. 
When it comes to differences by residence, Table 2 shows that 
the rise in women's employment was sharper among metro than 
nonmetro women, a difference that is especially apparent among 
black and Hispanic women. Table 2 also shows that the declines in 
men's labor force participation rates were greater in the nonmetro and 
metro South, and were greatest among nonmetro black men. In 
relative terms the LFP rates of nonmetro black men declined by 12.9 
'Because most Hispanics were classified as white in 1968, we chose 1978 as the base 
year for this and other comparisons. 6
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Table 2. Labor Force Participation Rates in the South for 

RaceIEthnicity and Gender Combinations, 1968 - 1998 

1968 1978 1988 1998 
White men 86.6% 86.0% 86.7% 85.1% 

Nonrnetro 85.7 85.3 84.4 81.7 

Metro 87.5 86.6 87.6 86.2 

White 47.5 57.1 67.4 7 1.1 

Nonmetro 46.3 55.7 62.2 66.5 

Metro 48.6 58.4 69.6 72.8 

Black men 86.0 8 1 .O 78.8 78.0 

Nonrnetro 85.8 81.3 75.8 72.0 

Metro 86.1 80.7 79.9 79.7 

Black 57.6 61.9 68.2 74.3 

Nonrnetro 54.1 57.8 62.6 61.3 

Metro 60.8 64.8 70.4 75.7 

Hispanic -a 88.4 84.4 86.4 

Nonrnetro -a 87.8 89.9 85.6 

Metro -a 88.5 83.8 86.5 

Hispanic -a 51.7 60.4 63.3 

Nonrnetro -a 50.3 53.8 56.4 

Metro -a 52.0 61.5 64.5 





a Hispanics were not separately identified in the 1968 CPS: most are classified 

as "white" in that year. 

percent between 1978 and 1998, which compares to a decline of 1.3 
percent among metro black men, and 4.4 percent among nonmetro 
white men. 
An often neglected dimension of labor supply is multiple 
jobholding. Conventionally we think about whether or not people 
work, and if working, the number of hours worked at a given job. 
But it is not uncommon for people to hold more than one job at a 
time. If there is a stronger work ethic in rural America, and/or if ru- 
ral labor markets offer.generally poorer job opportunities and thus 
require additional hours worked to make ends meet, then rates of 
multiple jobholding might be higher in the countryside. In an analy- 
sis of 1996 Current Population Survey data, Parker (1997) confirms 
that 7.2 percent of nonmetro workers held two or more jobs, a preva- 
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lence that compares to 6.2 percent among metro workers. Also, 
while economic expediency often'is cited as a reason for moonlight- 
ing, this economic strategy is strongly and positively associated with 
education. It is most common among college graduates, over ten per- 
cent of whom nationally hold multiple jobs. For our purposes it is 
important to note that rates of nonmetro multiple job holding are 
lowest in South Carolina, Tennessee, Georgia and other southern 
states (Parker 1997). 
Labor Force Composition 
The characteristics of the labor force will be determined by both the 
size of sociodemographic groups and by group differences in labor 
force participation rates. And changes in the composition of the la- 
bor force over time will be due to changes in these two components. 
Changes in both group size and group-specific participation rates 
have been at play in shaping the composition of the southern labor 
force. That participation and composition are inextricably linked can 
be seen in the gender profile. The rise in the labor force participation 
of women has necessarily increased their share of the total southern 
labor force. In 1968, 38.6 percent $ere women, 61.4 percent were 
men. By 1998 close to half (46.7 percent) of the southern labor force 
were women. 
A recent report on the state of the South (MDC Inc. 1998) also 
points to the influx of immigrants from Asian and Latin American 
countries as influencing the South and its labor force. This can be 
seen in Table 3 which shows the relative distribution of gender and 
racelethnic groups in the southern labor force. In 1978, for example, 
45.9 percent of the southern labor force consisted of non-Hispanic 
white males. By 1998, their share had declined to 37.4 percent. The 
share of black males in the labor force stayed about the same (around 
9 per~ent)~.  Reflecting the changing raciallethnic composition of the 
South due to immigration, Hispanic men and non-Hispanic men of 
other races (Native American and Asian) both slightly increased their 
6 ~ h a tthe share of the southern labor force that consists of black men would stay the 
same amidst their declining LFP rates seen earlier, simply reflects their increasing 
share among southern adults generally. This increase may be partly attributed to the 
recent return migration of northern blacks to the South (Fossett et a1 1998). 
8
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share of the Southern labor force. While white women accounted for 
about the same percentage in both years (around 3 1 percent), women 
in the other three racelethnic groups increased their share -Hispanic 
women rising from 1.9 to 4.1 percent of the southern labor force. 
Thus, the southern labor force has come to be composed more of 
both women and non-whites. The MDC report (MDC Inc. 1998) can 
be faulted for stressing circumstances in the urban South, to the ne- 
glect of rural areas. Nonetheless, in this case the residence-specific 
comparisons in Table 3 suggest roughly similar distributions and 
changes over time between the metro and nonmetro South. Reflect- 
ing the greater prevalence of whites in nonmetro areas generally, 
compared to metro areas the nonmetro southern labor force consists 
proportionately more of non-Hispanic whites and less of other 
racelethnic groups. 
In addition to gender and racelethnicity, another important 
compositional characteristic of the labor force is education. The 
South -the rural South in particular - has traditionally lagged behind 
other regions in educational attainment. Lichter, Cornwell and 
Eggebeen (1993) show that in 1990, southern youth - particularly 
those residing in nonmetro areas - were particularly likely to drop 
out of high school, other things being equal. This finding stands in 
mild contrast to recent suggestions that, at least with respect to high 
school completion, the South is approaching parity with the national 
average (MDC Inc. 1998). Where the South continues to fall behind 
is in higher education. Despite a rise from 15 to 23 percent of its 
population that have a college degree, the national-level increase in 
this regard was even faster (16 to 26 percent) (MDC Inc. 1998). The 
MDC report (MDC Inc. 1998:5) cautions that "an undereducated 
workforce still threatens the region's continued progress." 
To provide greater specificity, Table 4 shows high school and 
college completion rates among those in the southern labor force for 
selected years, by residence, racelethnicity and gender. In both the 
metro and nonmetro South, the educational attainment of the labor 
force has been on the rise over the past thirty years. For example, 
58.1 percent of the southern labor force had at least a high school 
degree in 1968. Thirty years later 86.3 percent had at least a high 
school education. Similarly, the percentage completing college or 
more doubled from 12.9 to 24.2 in 1968 and 1998, respectively. The 
first panel of Table 4 also shows that the nonmetro southern labor 10
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Table 4. High School and College Completion Rates Among Those in the Southern Labor Force by Residence, 
Racemthnicitv. and Gender, 1968 - 1998 
1968 1978 1988 1998 m 
High High High High QE

school College School College School College School College s
Total 58.1% 12.9% 74.2% 17.5% 83.0% 22.4% 86.3% 24.2% 2Nonmetro 49.1 9.6 67.4 12.8 75.8 13.7 80.9 14.7 %Metro 66.1 15.8 79.1 21.0 85.6 25.5 87.8 26.9 5

Race/ethnicity %
White total 63.2 14.4 78.5 19.5 85.7 25.1 90.0 27.9 m

Nonmetro 53.8 10.5 70.8 14.0 78.0 15.6 84.7 16.8 
Metro 71.5 17.9 84.8 24.0 88.7 28.8 91.7 31.5 
g.
Black total 34.6 5.9 60.1 9.8 78.8 13.3 83.4 14.1 % Nonmetro 27.3 5.9 52.6 7.5 70.1 6.6 74.2 8.7 6
Metro 41.1 6.0 65.1 11.2 82.0 15.7 85.8 15.4 a a-Hispanic total - 54.0 10.0 65.5 14.0 64.9 13.8 3 -a -aNonmetro 49.6 4.0 47.8 6.3 52.7 3.7 3 
a a




Men total 55.5 14.0 72.5 19.4 80.7 24.0 84.1 24.7 0 
Nonmetro 45.4 9.5 65.6 13.8 72.7 13.8 77.7 13.4 0 
0 
Metro 64.6 18.1 77.7 23.6 83.6 27.7 85.9 27.9 
Women total 62.3 11.2 76.5 14.9 85.8 20.5 88.4 23.6 
Nonmetro 55.0 10.0 70.1 11.3 79.7 13.6 84.5 16.2 
Metro 68.4 12.3 81.1 17.5 87.9 22.9 90.1 25.7 
Sources: U.S. Bureau ofthe Census 1968, 1978, 1988, 1998: March Current Population Surveys. 
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force has been and continues to be less well educated than that in 
metro areas. Whether this nonmetro disadvantage has widened or 
narrowed over time depends which education level is examined. The 
metro/nonmetro gap in the percentage of the labor force with at least 
a high school education narrowed considerably over time - owing to 
a more rapid increase in nonmetro areas - and was closing in on par- 
ity in this regard by 1998. On the other hand, the nonmetro disad- 
vantage in terms of the percent of its labor force with at least a col- 
lege education actually widened slightly. 
The rise in the educational attainment of the southern labor force 
is observed among whites, blacks, and Hispanics alike. However, 
historic disadvantages among minority groups vis-a-vis whites have 
persisted. The southern black and, even more so, southern Hispanic 
labor force lags behind the white labor force in terms of both the per- 
centage with high school or more, and college or more. Among 
blacks, progress toward parity is marked when it comes to the per- 
centage with at least a high school degree. This progress is due to 
the remarkable increase among blacks from only 34.6 percent in 
1968 to 83.4 percent in 1998. The corresponding percentage for 
whites in 1998 was 90.0 percent. While racial equality in high 
school completion among those in the labor force has almost been 
attained, the percentage gap between southern blacks and whites with 
a college degree or more has remained about the same. In 1998 
southern black workers were only about half as likely as their white 
counterparts to have completed college or better (14.1 percent versus 
27.9 percent, respectively). When comparing whites and Hispanics, 
the same story emerges - some progress toward equality in high 
school completion percentages, but little progress in terms of college 
completion. Finally, it should be noted that the least well-educated 
workers in the South are nonmetro minorities. In 1998, 74.2 percent 
of blacks in the labor force had completed high school or more, and 
only 52.7 percent of their Hispanic counterparts had done so. Fi-
nally, with respect to gender, the bottom panel of Table 4 shows that 
educational attainment has been increasing among both men and 
women in the labor force. Interestingly, in each year, women are 
more likely than men to have completed at least high school, while 
men are more likely than women to have completed at least college. 
This is suggestive of a bifurcated educational distribution among 
men, who are more likely than women to be either very poorly- or 
12
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very well-educated. Also, in 1998 in the nonmetro South, women in 
the labor force are more likely to have graduated high school, and to 
have graduated college, than their male counterparts. 
Another key educational equity issue is school quality. That 
youngsters in the rural South -those in poor communities in particu- 
lar -may be the products of poor quality school systems could atten- 
uate subsequent prospects for obtaining good jobs or going on to col- 
lege. Hobbs (1995) argues that rural schools per se, do not produce 
students with below average academic ability. Further, the small size 
of rural schools, which might theoretically reduce academic services 
and options, has not been shown to be a liability in this regard. 
Hobbs (1995) does note, however, that there is far greater variation 
in the level of support of rural schools. That a disproportionate num- 
ber of poor school districts are apt to be in the rural South is an issue 
that deserves greater attention. 
Whether increasing the human capital of workers in a local econ- 
omy can brighten their joint economic prospects remains controver- 
sial (Killian and Beaulieu 1995). For one thing, the degree to which 
low aggregate education of a population is a cause or consequence of 
poor local economic performance is unclear. Indeed, the propensity 
of youngsters (and their parents) to invest in their education rides in 
part on beliefs about the likely payoffs to that education. As such, 
the structure of labor demand - and in particular the level of educa- 
tion required by prevailing local job opportunities - can affect labor 
suppIy by shaping the value placed on education. In a study of Appa- 
lachian Virginia, for example, Stallman and Johnson (1996) found 
that of several other county characteristics, the percentage of the la- 
bor force employed in services increased the dropout rate, while the 
percentage employed in managerial and professional occupations 
increased the rate of transition to post-secondary education. 
An Exploration of Underemployment in the South 
Above we noted that a fundamental way labor supply is conceptual- 
ized is the amount of time devoted to formal work, and that the 
amount of labor supply can be important for understanding differ- 
ences in economic well-being. A common way of measuring inade- 
quate labor supply (at least from the perspective of the individual) is 
unemployment - being out of a job but looking for work. However, 
13
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unemployment fails to capture the insufficient labor supply of dis- 
couraged workers - those who would like a job but have given up 
trying to find one. Because they are not looking they are not counted 
as unemployed and are therefore ignored altogether in calculations of 
unemployment rates. Others might be working part-time involun- 
tarily, that is, only because their employer cannot employ them full 
time. The point is, people who are unemployed, who are working 
part-time but would like to work full-time, or who are so discouraged 
about their job prospects they are not even looking for work, have a 
level of individual labor supply that is less than they would like. Fi- 
nally, while it admittedly is less an indicator of insufficient labor 
supply per se, someone might be working full time, but not earning 
enough to bring them much above poverty level wages. 
Measuring Underemployment 
A useful way to articulate various kinds of employment hardship is 
through the concept of underemployment (Carter 1982; Clogg 1979; 
Hauser 1974). Phillip Hauser's (1 974) Labor Utilization Framework 
(LUF), was initially formulated for application in developing coun- 
tries, and later adapted for use in the United States by Clifford Clogg 
and associates (Clogg 1979; Clogg and Sullivan 1983; Clogg, 
Sullivan and Mutchler 1986). This framework takes advantage of 
several labor force status and income variables available on the 
March CPS (U.S. Bureau of the Census) to operationalize a five-cate- 
gory ordinal variable that measures the severity of employment hard- 
ship among individuals. The four states of underemployment (from 
most to least severe) as well as adequate employment are defined as: 
Sub-unemployed ("'Discouraged Workers'j). Adults who are not 
working, are not currently looking for work, but who nonetheless 
would like to be working if they could find a job. 
Unemployed. Adults who are not working but are actively look- 
ing for work, and those who are currently on lay-off. 
Involuntary Part-time Workers. Adu Its who are working less 
than full-time hours (35 hours per week) only because they are 
unable to find full-time work. 14
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Low-income Workers ("The Working Poor'?). Adults whose labor 
market earnings in the previous year (adjusted for weeks and 
hours worked) were less than 125 percent of the individual pov- 
erty threshold. 
Adequately Employed. Employed adults who do not fit the above 
categories, including those who are working part-time volun- 
tarily. 
A Portrait of Underemployment 
Table 5 shows the distribution of U.S. adults aged 18-64 across LUF 
categories in 1998. The South differs very little from other regions 
in the overall prevalence of underemployment. The 18.1 percent of 
southerners who are underemployed is equal to the national average 
and falls between that in the Midwest (1 6.1 percent) and the West 
(20.4 percent). When looking within types of underemployment, the 
South has a below-average percentage of unemployed and involun- 
tary part-time workem7 If southern workers suffer any unique disad- 
vantage, it is that they have the highest percentage who are underem- 
ployed by low income, i.e. working poor (6.9 percent). This is con- 
sistent with the lower wages known to characterize southern employ- 
ment. 
These aggregate numbers mask substantial variation by resi- 
dence. The lower two panels in Table 5 show that while more than 
one in five (21.7 percent) of all nonmetro American adults are under- 
employed, closer to one in six (17.2 percent) metro workers (or 
would-be workers) suffer employment hardship. For our purposes it 
is particularly important to note that the nonmetro disadvantage is 
34.7, 16.0 and 25.9 percent in the South, Midwest, Northeast and 
greater in the South and Midwest than elsewhere. In relative terms, 
nonmetro underemployment exceeds that in metro areas by 32.0, 
'The percentages who are unemployed by our definition are lower than official 
unemployment rates because the denominator of our unemployment rates includes 
discouraged workers whereas the latter are excluded in the calculation of official 
unemployment rates. Our results should not be taken to mean that unemployment is 
not a problem in the nonmetro South. And to reiterate. a more refined geographic 
analysis would surely uncover pockets of very high unemployment (however defined) 
in the nonmetro South. 15
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Table 5. Percentage Underemployed by Region and MetroINon- 

metro Residence, 1998 

Total South North- Mid- West 
--- Total ---
Adequatelyemployed 82.0% 82.0% 82.7% 83.9% 79.6% 

Underemployed 18.0 18.1 17.3 16.1 20.4 

Sub-unemployed 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 1 .O 

Unemployed 4.7 4.3 5.5 4.0 5.5 

Low hours 6.3 6.1 5.7 5.7 7.8 





Adequately employed 78.4 77.7 80.2 80.0 75.0 

Underemployed 21.7 22.3 19.8 20.0 25.0 

Sub-unemployed 0.8 1 . 1  0.5 0.7 0.6 

Unemployed 5.3 5.5 5.2 4.3 6.8 

Low hours 7.4 6.1 8.8 7.4 10.0 





Adequately employed 82.8 83.1 83.0 85.2 80.2 

Underemployed 17.2 16.9 17.0 14.8 19.8 

Sub-unemploy ed 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 1 .O 

Unemployed 4.6 3.9 5.5 3.9 5.4 

Low hours 6.1 6.1 5.4 5.2 7.5 

Low income 5.7 6.2 5.3 5.1 5.9 

Source: U.S Bureau of the Census 1998. March Current Population Survey 
West, respectively. In the South, as in the nation as a whole, much of 
the nonmetro underemployment disadvantage is due to the higher 
prevalence of working poverty in nonmetro areas, though a higher 
prevalence of unemployment also is characteristic of the nonmetro 
U.S. and South. 
Race differences feature prominently in  the literature on the 
southern labor force. A legacy of rigid racial stratification, and a 
difficult history of action and reaction, naturally gives rise to ques- 
tions about the magnitude and persistence of racial inequality in the 16
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region. Table 6 describes race and ethnic differences in the preva- 
lence of underemployment, and its various forms. In all regions, and 
in both metro and nonmetro areas, non-Hispanic blacks and Hispan- 
ics have much higher underemployment rates than non-Hispanic 
whites. It should be noted that among blacks in both the metro and 
nonmetro South, unemployment contributes substantially to under- 
employment, as do working poverty and involuntary part-time em- 
ployment. 
The question of whether, in the South, nonmetro minorities suf- 
fer a double jeopardy is open to interpretation. It is the case that 
close to 30 percent of both nonmetro blacks (28.7 percent) and His- 
panics (30.1 percent) in the South are underemployed, a prevalence 
that compares to less than 20 percent (1  9.9 percent) among southern 
nonmetro whites. On the other hand, in relative terms the penalty of 
nonmetro residence appears to be greater among whites. In the 
South, nonmetro underemployment exceeds that of metro underem- 
ployment by 48.1, 22.3 and 18.7 percent among whites, blacks and 
Hispanics, respectively. But clearly, when it comes to understanding 
underemployment in the rural South, race and ethnicity matter. 
Much of the literature on labor supply concerns group differ- 
ences in human capital, education in particular. Table 7 confirms 
that education and underemployment go almost hand in hand. For 
brevity we will concentrate on the South. Whereas over one third 
(35.4 percent) of nonmetro southerners with less than a high school 
education are underemployed, less than 5 percent (4.6 percent) of 
those with a college degree or better are underemployed. These re- 
sults also suggest that some of the residential inequality in underem-
ployment is accounted for by the apparently higher educational at- 
tainment among metro adults. This interpretation is suggested by the 
fact that the nonmetro disadvantages seen within education catego- 
ries are generally less than the overall nonmetro disadvantage. In 
fact, there appears to be no nonmetro disadvantage among those with 
less than a high school education, and a slight nonmetro advantage 
for those with a college degree. That a penalty for nonmetro 
residents apears less among those who might be regarded as un- 
skilled and highly-skilled is interesting when viewed against the pre- 
diction that much of future growth of southern employment may be 
similarly bifurcated (MDC Inc. 1998). 17
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Table 6. Percentage Underemployed by Region, MetrohVonmetro Residence, and Racemthnicity, 1998 
South Northeast Midwest West 
Nonrnetro Metro Nonmetro Metro Nonrnetro Metro Nonmetro Metro 
--- Non-Hispanic White ---
Adequatelyemployed 80.1% 86.6% 80.5% 85.7% 80.6% 86.9% 76.9% 84.5% 

Underemployed 19.9 13.4 19.5 14.3 19.4 13.1 23.1 15.5 

Sub-unemployed 1.O 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.4 0.6 0.8 

Unemployed 4.1 2.9 4.9 4.3 4.2 3.3 6.1 3.9 

Low hours 5.6 5.1 8.9 5.0 7.1 4.7 8.7 6.3 





--- Non-Hispanic Black ---
Adequately employed 71.3 73.2a 75.1 63.1a 75.3 
Underemployed 28.7 26.8 24.9 36.9 24.7 
Sub-unemployed 2.2 2.5 2.8 0.0 1.5 
Unemployed 12.7 0.0 8.7 15.7 11.3 
Low hours 7.1 18.0 7.1 2 1.2 8.2 
Low income 6.6 6.3 6.4 0.0 3.7 
--- Hispanic ---
Adequately employed 74.0 75.0a 76.5 66.7 68.5 
Underemployed 26.0 25.0 23.5 33.3 3 1.5 
Sub-unemployed 1.6 0.0 1.2 0.3 1.3 
Unemployed 7.5 0.6 5.6 9.1 8.2 
Low hours 6.3 14.9 8.2 15.5 11.6 
Low income -13.0 9.8 3.5 10.6 9.5 8.6 8.4 10.4 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census 1998. March Current Population Survey. 
" Percentages are computed on less than 100 cases. 18
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Table 7. Percentage Underemployed by Region, MetroAYonmetro Residence, and Education, 1998 
S n ~ ~ t h  est West 
Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro 
--- Less Than High School ---
Adequately employed 64.6% 64.5% 75.1% 64.2% 64.1% 67.8% 54.2% 59.5% 
Underemployed 35.4 35.5 24.9 35.8 35.9 32.2 45.8 40.5 
Sub-unemployed 1.8 2.0 0.9 3.0 2.3 2.9 1.4 1.8 
Unemployed 10.9 8.7 8.4 12.0 7.9 11.3 13.6 11.3 
Low ho,urs 9.7 12.1 9.2 8.3 13.9 8.4 18.9 14.5 
Low income 13.0 12.7 6.5 12.6 11.9 9.6 11.9 12.9
............................................................................ 
--- High School Only ---
Adequately employed 77.0 79.9 77.3 79.9 78.1 82.7 72.2 76.4 
Underemployed 23.0 20.1 22.7 20.1 2 1.9 17.3 27.8 23.6 
Sub-unemployed 1.2 0.8 0.4 1 .O 0.8 0.7 0.5 1.2 
Unemployed 5.2 4.6 6.0 7.4 5.3 4.4 8.1 6.3 
Low hours 6.1 7.3 11.2 6.4 8.3 6.4 10.2 9.1 
Low income 10.6 7.4 5.1 5.3 7.5 5.9 8.8 7.1 
--- Some College ---
Adequately employed 83.5 88.2 82.9 86.5 84.0 88.3 8 1.6 85.5 

Underemployed 16.5 11.8 17.1 13.5 16.0 11.7 18.4 14.5 

Sub-unemployed 0.8 0.4 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.9 

Unemployed 3.4 2.6 4.2 3.8 2.9 2.7 4.1 3.9 

Low hours 4.7 4.4 6.9 4.8 5.7 4.3 7.9 5.5 

Low income 7.7 4.4 5.4 4.7 7.0 4.3 6.0 4.3 
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Table 7. Continued 
South Northeast Midwest West 

Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro 

--- College Graduates and Higher ---

Adequately employed 95.4 94.7 94.1" 95.2 94.4 94.9 93.1" 92.6 
Underemployed 4.6 5.3 5.9 4.8 5.6 5.1 6.9 7.4 
Sub-unemployed 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 
Unemployed 1.7 1.5 0.7 1.1 1.O 1.4 1.3 2.4 
Low hours 0.7 2.1 2.3 2.1 1.3 2.0 4.0 3.7 
Low income 2.3 1.7 2.9 1.4 3.3 1.7 1.6 1.O 
Source: 1998 March Current Population Survey. 
" Percentages are computed on less than 100 cases. 
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Trends in Underemployment 
The descriptive portrait above suggests that in 1998, the South dif- 
fered little from other regions in the overall prevalence of underem- 
ployment, that employment hardship was substantially more severe 
in the nonmetro than metro South, and that racial and ethnic minori- 
ties -nonmetro minorities in particular -were especially likely to be 
underemployed. Has this always been the case? The remainder of 
the analysis examines trends over time in the prevalence of underem- 
ployment, by examining three decades spanning the years from 1968 
to 1998. Again, the focus will be on the South. 
The report on The State of the South 1998 trumpets an end to the 
days when the South has lagged behind other regions in all relevant 
socioeconomic indicators (MDC Inc. 1998). In one sense Table 8 
supports this theme. In 1968, the first year for which we have data, 
the South's 19 percent underemployment rate far exceeded that in all 
other regions. Owing to a uniquely sharp decline by 1973 however, 
in all subsequent years the southern underemployment rate was much 
closer to those of other regions, and in all but one year (1988) ranked 
second. All regions show rising underemployment in the late 1970s 
with a peak in 1983, reflecting the economic difficulties of those 
years. The rates uniformly declined substantially by 1988, basically 
converged by 1993, and then dropped again in all regions between 
1993 and 1998. The drop in underemployment in the last five years 
reflects the persistently strong economy and loose labor markets dur- 
ing this time. It is important to note that in relative and absolute 
(percentage point) terms, the decline in underemployment was 
greater in the South than in any other region. 
We already have documented the significant raciallethnic dispar- 
ity in underemployment in the South, with Hispanics and blacks en- 
during much higher rates of employment hardship. Assuming this 
has always been so, have the disadvantages of color at least improved 
in the South, and how does the South fare in comparison to other re- 
gions? Table 8 allows a glimpse into these issues by showing ratios 
of black to white, and Hispanic to white underemployment rates. 
The levels and trends send a mixed message. On the one hand, black 
to white ratios declined substantially in the South between 1968 to 
1983, suggesting reduced racial inequality. In 1968 the black under- 
employment rate was well over two-and-a-half (2.64) times that of 
21
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Table 8. Percentage Underemployed (any form) by Year, Race/ 
Ethnicity and Region 
BlacWWhite Hisp./White 
Year Total White Black Hispanic Ratio Ratio 
--- South ---
196Sa 19.4% 15.0% 39.5% -a 2.64 -a 
1973 15.2 12.4 27.4 17.7% 2.21 1.43 
1978 16.6 13.6 29.0 19.8 2.13 1.46 
1983 24.7 20.8 39.6 30.1 1.90 1.45 
1988 19.9 15.9 32.1 29.6 2.03 1.87 
1993 20.9 16.6 33.6 30.1 2.02 1.81 
1998 18.1 15.0 24.5 26.0 1.64 1.73 
--- Northeast ---
196Sa 11.9 10.9 22.1 -a 2.02 -a 
1973 14.0 13.5 18.0 17.1 1.34 1.27 
1978 15.4 14.2 26.0 19.6 1.83 1.37 
1983 21.0 19.8 31.0 26.0 1.56 1.3 1 
1988 12.9 11.8 21.0 16.8 1.78 1.68 
1993 19.1 17.6 26.7 28.9 1.5 1 1.64 
1998 17.3 15.0 28.7 25.9 1.92 1.74 
--- Midwest ---
196Sa 13.9 13.1 23.3 -a 1.78 -a 
1973 13.5 12.9 20.9 14.2 1.62 1.10 
1978 15.7 14.6 27.0 20.4 1.85 1.40 
1983 27.1 25.2 47.1 38.2 1.87 1.52 
1988 19.4 17.5 35.9 27.0 2.05 1.54 
1993 19.3 17.6 33.4 28.9 1.90 1.64 




a196Sa 15.1 14.5 26.7 - 1.84 
1973 16.0 14.9 26.9 20.0 1 .80 1.34 
1978 16.7 15.0 27.7 21.4 1.85 1.43 
1983 23.8 21.5 33.5 33.1 1.56 1.54 
1988 17.6 15.3 26.0 25.6 1.70 1.67 
1993 21.9 19.1 27.3 33.1 1.43 1.73 
1998 20.4 16.6 24.9 31.7 1.51 1.91 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1968, 1973: 1978, 1983, 1988, 1993, 
1998. March Current Population Surveys. 
a His anics were not se arately ident~fied in the 1968 CPS; most are 
classi8ed as "white" in 1868. 
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whites, but by 1983 the disparity was less than double (1.90), and in 
1998 was only 1.64 times that of whites. Hispanic ethnicity was not 
asked on the 1968 CPS. That the vast majority of Hispanics are 
therefore classified as white in that year (thereby inflating the white 
underemployment rate), makes the decline in the blacklwhite ratio 
between 1968 and 1973 seem all the more impressive. On the other 
hand, there is ample reason to be circumspect in our enthusiasm. 
First, steady declines in blacklwhite inequality abated and reversed 
slightly in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Second, Hispaqiclwhite 
ratios have generally increased in the South over the years, rising 
from roughly 1.4 tp 1.7. Third, in all but two years (1 988 and 1998), 
the blacklwhite ratio was higher in the South than in any other re- 
gion, suggesting greater racial inequality there than elsewhere. 
Table 9 focuses on the South and disaggregates trends in the 
prevalence of underemployment by nonmetro and metro residence. It 
indicates that the higher underemployment rates seen in the nonmetro 
than metro South in 1998 (Table 5 ) ,  holds across all years. However, 
it cannot be safely concluded that residential differences in  underem-
ployment are either diverging or converging. There is no discernable 
trend in the relative disadvantage of nonmetro residence (ratios not 
shown). 
Is raciallethnic inequality in underemployment worse in the 
southern countryside? The ratios in Table 9 indicate that, if any- 
thing, the disadvantages of color are less severe in the nonmetro 
South. While the evidence is far from definitive, the ratios of black to 
white underemployment rates are lower in the nonmetro than metro 
South in five of the seven years observed. Likewise, the nonmetro 
Hispaniclwhite ratio is lower in five of six years observed. The 
residence-specific trends in raciallethnic inequality are roughly simi- 
lar in nonmetro and metro areas for blacks, and are suggestive of de- 
creasing racial inequality, if not monotonically so. From 1973 to 
1993 there was a steady increase in the Hispaniclwhite disparity in 
the metro South, with some improvement noted between 1993 and 
1998. It may be that the surge in urban-bound immigration from 
Latin America accounts for much of this increase. The His- 
paniclwhite ratios in the nonmetro South are more volatile, but again 
are suggestive of greater inequality between whites and Hispanics in 
1998 than was the case a quarter-century before in 1973. 23
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Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1968, 1973, 1978, 1983, 1988, 1993, 1998. March Current Population Surveys. 
"Hispanics were not separately identified in the 1968 CPS; most are classified as "white" in 1968. 
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Summary and Conclusions 
To give needed context for the analyses of labor supply in this issue 
of Southern Rural Sociology, we have provided a statistical portrait 
of labor force participation and composition, and underemployment 
in the southern United States. Our analysis indicates that the south- 
ern labor force has been characterized by many of the same trends 
that are seen at the national level, and also shows signs of both hope 
and continued stress in the distribution of employment hardship. In 
this concluding section we highlight our main findings. 
Labor force participation (LFP) rates have been on the rise in the 
South in the last thirty years, but this increase is due exclusively to 
the surging participation rates among southern women. Indeed, be- 
tween 1968 and 1998 a declining proportion of men in their prime 
working years (aged 18-64) could be found in the labor force. The 
rising LFP rates of women were quite widespread. They increased 
among women in the three basic racelethnic groups we considered 
here, as well as among women living in both nonmetro and metro 
areas (though the latter increase was slightly greater). The decline in 
labor force participation among men also was universal, though it 
was particularly apparent among nonmetro men. 
The dramatic advance in the participation rates of women neces- 
sarily were reflected in the changing composition of the southern 
labor force. The share of women rose from 38.6 to 46.7 percent be- 
tween 1968 and 1998, while that for men declined from 6 1.4 to 53.3 
percent. But in addition to changing group differences in participa- 
tion rates, the composition of the labor force will be affected by the 
changing relative size of groups over time. Thus the southern labor 
force has been characterized by a rising proportion of Hispanic work- 
ers, as well as workers of other raciallethnic groups (notably Asians). 
These compositional changes - the increase among women and mi- 
norities (particularly Hispanics) -was common to both the metro and 
nonmetro South. 
Another critical dimension of labor force composition is the edu- 
cational attainment of the workforce. Clearly the ability of the South 
to seize new economic'opportunities will be shaped by the human 
capital endowments of its workers. Our analysis offers signs for both 
optimism and concern. On the one hand, the last three decades wit- 
nessed dramatic increases in the educational attainment of the south- 25
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ern labor force. Whether measured as the percent of the labor force 
with at least a high school degree, or the percent with at least a col- 
lege degree, we document impressive advancement in both metro and 
nonmetro areas of the South. Also, measured as the percent with 
high school or more, recent decades have witnessed considerable 
declines in educational inequality by residence and racelethnicity. 
That is, while the metro workforce continues to have greater high 
school completion rates than the nonmetro labor force, what was 
once a glaring gap has narrowed considerably. Likewise, while 
whites in the labor force continue to be better educated than their 
black or Hispanic counterparts, the rates of high school completion 
have moved toward convergence. On the other hand, these optimis- 
tic conclusions are counterbalanced by persisting inequalities by resi- 
dence and racelethnicity when the educational attainment of the labor 
force is measured as the percent who are college educated or better. 
Here, distinct advantages for metro workers (over their nonmetro 
counterparts) have actually increased over time, and for whites (over 
minorities) have remained about the same. And at the end of the cen- 
tury it remains the case that the least-educated workers in the South 
are minorities residing in nonmetro areas. 
Finally, we also described underemployment in the South. As a 
measure of employment hardship, underemployment goes beyond 
conventional unemployment, to include those who have given up 
looking for a job, those who are working part-time but would like to 
work full-time, and those who are working full-time for near poverty- 
level wages (the working poor). Our analysis indicated that 
nonmetro workers (or would-be workers) in the South, are more 
likely to be underemployed than their metro counterparts, and that 
this rural disadvantage was due mostly, though not exclusively, to 
higher rates of working poverty in the countryside. Over time this 
nonmetro disadvantage has remained roughly constant. While blacks 
and Hispanics - those residing in rural areas in particular - are much 
more likely to be underemployed than are southern whites, a conflict- 
ing picture emerged as to whether raciallethnic inequalities in under- 
employment are increasing or decreasing. Comparisons between 
blacks and whites suggest declining racial inequality in underem- 
ployment in recent decades, while those between Hispanics and 
whites are suggestive of a slight increase in inequality. While we did 
not explore the consequences of underemployment in  this analysis, 26
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they are apt to be highly negative. For example, analysis of the 1998 
CPS (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998) indicates that about 14 per- 
cent of adequately employed workers in the United States lack health 
insurance, a figure which rises to 38 percent among underemployed 
adults. Among southern workers the corresponding percentages are 
even worse, at 16 and 41 percent, respectively, who lack health insur- 
ance. 
To conclude, our analysis suggests that rosy portrayals of the 
recent past and bright future of the South's economy and labor force 
(MDC Inc. 1998) need to recognize persisting difficulties in the 
nonmetropolitan South. The southern rural labor force is character- 
ized by lower levels of education (especially in terms of the percent 
with a college degree), and by higher prevalence of underemploy- 
ment (especially working poverty). Also, the persisting challenges 
facing minorities, rural minorities in particular, need to be kept in 
mind as the South forges ahead with new economic development pol- 
icies and programs. For example, our finding that racialtethnic dif- 
ferences in college degree attainment have 
not 
attenuated, suggests 
the need to encourage and support post-secondary education for mi- 
norities. To the extent that future economic advancements in the 
South will feature high-skilled job opportunities, ongoing disadvan- 
tages in college completion among minorities will only exacerbate 
overall economic inequality in the years ahead. Also, the rise in the 
share of Hispanics in the southern labor force needs to be brought 
into the policy equation, especially since in some ways (e.g., educa- 
tional attainment) Hispanics are worse off than blacks in the South. 
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